LT CDR W. M. BISSET* Cdr H. R. Gordon-Cumming has written that in the early days of the Second World War large drafts of RNVR (SA) officers and ratings were taken by the few British Warships which called at Simonstown and Durban to make up their war complements and that later on 'Union nationals took part in nearly every major naval operation and also performed all manner of obscure duties, from minesweeping in the Faroe Islands to nautical surveying up the West River in China. Even the explosion of one of the atomic bombs in Japan was witnessed by a South African prisoner of war -a young RNVR seaman who had served in HMS Exter, sunk after the Battle of the Java Sea." This fascinating statement leaves the reader wanting to know the full story of our seconded naval personnel since it is clear that it is a particularly interesting and proud record of service.
Although South Africa's first naval volunteer unit, the Port Elizabeth Naval Volunteer Brigade was raised in 1861 and our volunteer sailors served ashore during the South African War of 1899-1902, Zulu Rebellion of 1906 and the First World War 1914-1918 and although our sailors also served afloat in the Great War and acquitted themselves well, it was not until the Second World War that the most glorious deeds in our naval history were performed. Whilst the actions fought by our sailors in our own ships will inevitably mean more to South Africans than those fought in Royal Navy ships, it is important to notice that our volunteer sailors and wartime volunteers quickly learnt the ropes in the battleships, aircraft carriers, cruisers, destroyers, submarines and the other ships in which they served.
It is clear that a full account of the service of our seconded naval personnel during the Second World War and the 78 members of the Union Defence Forces who were seconded to the Royal Marines would entail a very considerable amount of research in the SA Defence Force Archives and elsewhere. However some fascinating accounts of the actions in which some of our seconded personnel took part have been published and since some of these are in books in which one might not expect to find them and since some new archive material has come my way, this article has been written in the hope that it will facilitate the task of someone who is able to tackle the topic comprehensively.
This offering covers only South Africans seconded to the Royal Navy. Those South Africans who joined the RN, RNR, and RNVR direct merit a separate article.
The most important yardstick of the operational involvement of our seconded naval personnel is probably Although lifeboats and rafts were successfully launched some lives were lost before the rescue ships could be reached and the mountainous waves (between fifty and sixty feet from trough to crest) made it seem impossible to go alongside Comorin.
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Sub Lt R. M. Maud, who was then one of the RNVR (SA) ratings serving in this ship and was later commissioned, described his ordeal in a letter to his father part of which is published below with his kind permission:
'I was on the upper deck when a signal came through from the newly arrived destroyer. I was standing next to the Captain when the signalman gave him the message which said, 'Attempting to reach your stern'. I heard the Skipper say it couldn't be done. Never the less I decided to get as far aft as possible and if a chance presented itself I would jump for it. By this time it was totally dark and the ship roaring for all it was worth. Thank goodness the magazines were flooded.
The destroyer did crash alongside (thirty times) I jumped with Aubrey and a stoker on the second time she came near enough. When I landed safely I believe I said a silent prayer. Everyone said afterwards we were mad to do it. It was our only hope though and instinct told me the distance I could manage with a big enough spring. I could have jumped the first time only I was fouled with the sheepskin coat I had picked up to wear again as it was so cold.
Eventually -thank God, everyone had left our ship, not however without a few fellows misjudging the jumping distance and falling between the two ships. One, only a fellow of seventeen was picked up. One CPO was going mad so our Commander socked him and he was thrown on board the destroyer.
When we had all left our ola ship the destroyer torpedoed her and she was left sinking.
From crashing alongside so many times the ship we were now on had stove in practically the whole of her port side with big holes in several parts of the fore d~ck.
For three days we were onboard this craft, crowded together on th,e starboard side. One was very lucky if room was found to sit down, if you did your feet would still get wet. Fellows, many of them had broken limbs. Water was rushing through the holes and every able bodied man was kept busy for all he was worth, bailing the water out night and day to stop her from flooding. The two foremost compartments were flooded altogether and shaws had to be rigged to stop the bulkheads giving in.
No one had any sleep for these three nights and days except a few of the injured who wece given hammocks.
Food was scarce but tins of ship's biscuits were opened which satisfied everyone. It reminded me at the time of Dad's bedtime stories 'Fire in the stoke hold' -ship's biscuits and water, etc.
Water was very short so we were unable to wash and a pretty sight we looked, when with old clothes on, we marched up the street to a Naval Canteen, when we landed to get food and clothing. This was at Greenock. Many sympathetic remarks were passed by civilians who saw the sixty odd of us. '9 In the Mediterranean the record of the ships in which our seconded sailors served was impres- RNVR direct and were not seconded RNVR (SA) personnel.
The illustrations in this book include some remarkable photographs of the sinking ship and survivors. For 30 hours after the Dorsetshire and Cornwall had gone down survivors waited in the water on overcrowded Carley floats, wood or in the case of the fortunate minority in a motor boat or whaler. In shark and barracuda invested waters the feelings of the shocked and in some cases wounded survivors can be imagined. A seconded South African, Lt Cdr Geoffrey Berlyn was one of the officers who swam between the groups of survivors of the Dorsetshire in the water to boost their morale. 16 Lt K. G. Dimbleby has written a valuable account of the loss of the Cornwall in Hostilities Only which describes his wartime service career, much of which was spent as a RNVR (SA) rating in this shipY Sixteen seconded South Africans were lost in HMS Hermes, a Courageous class aircraft carrier, and five in HMS Hollyhock, a Flower class corvette on 9 April 1942. Both ships had put to sea to evade a Japanese air attack but were spotted returning to Trincomalee. 'Forty bomb 14 hits in ten minutes sank the Hermes'. Fortunately a nearby hospital ship rescued over 600 survivors from these two ships HMS Vampire and two tankers. Two seconded South Africans were lost in HMS Edinburgh, a Southampton class cruiser, when two torpedoes from U-456 blew off her stern on 30 April 1942 whilst she was covering convoy QP11 from Russia. The story cf her painfully slow attempt to reach Murmansk and her spirited engagement with three German destroyers in the Barents Sea in which she and her escorts Forester and Foresight succeeded in sinking one of her attackers makes enthralling reading. Fortunately the German destroyers overestimated the strength of the RN force and withdrew. Damage inflicted on the Edinburgh forced HMS Foresight to sink her but despite the heavy weather all save 2 officers and 56 ratings were rescued.
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The story of the seconded South Africans who served in X-craft has been told by Capt W. R. Fell, CMG, CBE, DSC in The Sea Our Shield, 22 and by C. E. T. Warren and James Benson in Above us the Waves. 23 It Aubrey Staples, a product of the Sats General Botha, was entrusted with the extremely hazardous task of training men in midget submarine warfare. The calm and collected manner in which he attempted to save his doomed X-craft when it collided with a surface vessel and he and two of the five men on board perished was an inspiration to all. In a press statement released by the Director of the SA Naval Forces on 23 May 1945 it was disclosed that more than 2 000 of the 2 737 SAN F personnel seconded to the Royal Navy were then serving in the Far East. Seconded SANF personnel had been 'represented in practically every naval action of the war and had acquired a wide experience that would prove of the utmost value to the South African Navy of the future. ' From what has been written above we have seen that South African naval personnel seconded to the Royal Navy established an enviable reputation as sailors and naval airmen in all manner of ships during the Second World War. In doing so they helped write some important chapters in the history of the Royal Navy. They showed that they were as good as and sometimes better than the best sailors in the world and have made the South African Navy the heir to a glorious fighting tradition.
• Lt Cdr W. M. Bisset is SO SA Naval Museums. • Where no type or class is given, it was impossible to trace this,
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